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Earned income ventures by 
nonprofi ts is legal and can 
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“The business ventures being started by nonprofits 
today are...emerging directly from their core 
competencies and basic strengths—from their 
missions, the programs they have already 
perfected, and the assets they have developed in 
the process. This also avoids trouble with the IRS, 
since their ventures are mission-related and no 
threat to their tax-exempt status.”
– Jerr Boschee



































•  Tuition and fees for service
•  Commercial products or services
•  Government contracts
•  Consulting fees
•  Membership dues
•  Sale of intellectual property
•  Agreement to use nonprofit’s identity
•  Property rentals















































































It’s important to realize that for-profit 
strategies do not need to detract from the 

















or	worrisome.	Board buy-in will be crucial;	
the	organization	requires	the	support	and	
advocacy	of	the	board	when	embarking	on	
a	new	venture.	Listen to your board and 
address their concerns and questions; 
provide training and examples of other 
organizations’ successful earned-income 
strategies; show them that you have done 



























































































































































• Research & development
• Marketing
•  Financial management
• Taxes, including tax law and the implications 
for protecting your nonprofit status
• Legal, including licensing, contracting, 
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1. Select one of the ideas from exercise 1 that you think might hold promise. 
Write it here:
2. assess the strengths and weaknesses of that idea:
 Strengths     Weaknesses 
3. do you have capital to invest in the marketing, inventory or consulting services you may require? 
describe how you’ll determine where this capital will come from and how much capital will be needed.
4. How will you determine whether there’s a demand for your product or service? Who will 
your target audience be?
5. describe the staffi ng needs of your new venture. How will you meet these needs?
6. What will be required from your board of directors in order to launch and sustain the venture? 
do you have the support and expertise you need from your current board? How do you know? 





































































“Despite all the popular rhetoric about a 
‘double bottom line’ for social ventures, 
nonprofit leaders have only one ultimate 
bottom line by which to measure a venture’s 
worth. In the end, it all comes down to mission. 
Money is simply a means to an end.”
– J. Gregory Dees
“Putting Nonprofit Business Ventures In Perspective,” 


















• enlist board and staff at the beginning; address their concerns so that they’ll be on-board  
as you proceed.
• carefully identify your target market; do the research to make sure that there’s sufficient demand  
for your offering.
• develop a business plan, under the guidance of someone with expertise in this area—either staff, board 
members, or outside consultants; be conservative and realistic in projecting your venture’s income.
• allow your organization to start small and develop the skills and income needed to bring you to the  
next level.






Generating and Sustaining nonprofi t earned income: a Guide to Successful 
enterprise Strategies
Sharon M. Oster, Cynthia W. Massarsky, and Samantha L. Beinhacker, editors. Yale School of Management. 
The Goldman Sachs Foundation Partnership on Nonprofi t Ventures. 2004.	
Stanford Social innovation review: a publication and website of the Stanford university 
center on Philanthropy and civil Society.
www.ssireview.org
irS Publication 598: tax on unrelated business income of exempt organizations
the Social enterprise alliance: an association for organizations pursuing a social 
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